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Abstract 
In an world that is growing increasingly pluriethnic, the intercultural pedagogy is asked to promotes an intercultural approach 
based on the epistemological level thus recognizing the crucial need to invest in education as a means of fighting prejudices 
which arise from a lack of knowledge and a restricted mentality towards anything which presents itself as being different from 
common national cultural paradigms.  
Since, in school settings the pedagogy research engages with practical issues and becomes more action-oriented, it is 
primarily important to investigate the national approaches and attitudes to the integration of young immigrants into 
the different school systems. Moreover, it also focuses on the way the immigrant receiving countries recognize the 
role of intercultural education in fostering the training of individuals who can live in a complex and cosmopolitan 
reality which changes continuously.  
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1. Introduction 
In recent decades, the need to develop a new way of doing education has become increasingly urgent not only 
because of the growing concentration of immigrants in Europe, but also because of the well-known social and 
cultural crisis that is gradually enveloping western civilization which is facing a continuing deterioration of its 
traditional values. 
Since the late 1970s, however, scholars engaging in pedagogical reflection have focused on the need to 
implement specific educational policies designed to tackle the manifold problems caused by the substantial presence 
of immigrants whom locals tend to view as intruders rather than a beneficial part of cultural development. 
Moreover, the widespread scholarly interest in questions relating to intercultural dialogue in a European and global 
context probably explains what has been called an “intercultural trend” (Claris, 2005: 186). 
For this reason, a large number of studies were carried out over the last decades, reflecting interpretative 
approaches and orientations which often vary significantly or share similar premises (Claris, 2005:186 -187). 
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Consequently, the growing use of indistinct expressions as 'intercultural pedagogy' and 'intercultural education' 
only created further confusion, thus making impossible a clear distinction between theoretical positions and 
methodology. 
In order to better understand this distinction, it might be well to take a closer look at the role of intercultural 
pedagogy in the educational processes and, particularly, in the training of individuals in a time of profound social 
and existential transformations that inevitably give rise to a sense of disorientation or discomfort from both a general 
and individual perspective.  
Today, pedagogy enables learners to become citizens in a global and pluralistic society by developing 
educational programs aiming at individuals who not only accept their own culture but are engaged in a process of 
constructive dialogue with other cultures. 
However, it also promotes an intercultural approach that at the epistemological level recognizes the need to 
invest in education as a means of fighting against prejudices which derive from ignorance and a narrow mentality 
towards anything which differs significantly from familiar cultural figurations. Therefore, we must recognize that 
education cannot be identified as innate to man, but must be thought about, designed and constantly enhanced.  
In school settings, pedagogy research engages with practical issues and takes the form of empirical educational 
action to promote intercultural dialogue between different ethnic groups encouraging a constructive exchange based 
on solidarity and empathy.  
 
1. The European Union and the Intercultural Dialogue  
At the heart of several political debates, the question about the intercultural dialogue has important resonances 
at the broader international level. In particular, it has become of primary importance for promoting social policies 
aimed at developing an open dialogue between different cultures. Moreover, it has become crucial to guide 
individual and collective choices towards those common values that are the premise of social coexistence and are 
inspired by universal principles, such as respect for human dignity, freedom for the individual and cultural, ethnic, 
linguistic and religious differences.  
These debates have led to a diffuse range of EU proposals and laws designed to place emphasis on the universal 
value of man and to protect the right of each person to maintain his/her own cultural identity and dignity as human 
being. Over the years, the EU has paid much more attention to the multicultural issue by issuing a range of proposals 
that help the Member States to develop a common policy in favor of migration (Gobbo, 2004: 39-40). 
In this sense, it is important to emphasize the significance that the European Union attributes to the intercultural 
dialogue as well as the effort it makes to map and share the “best practices” (Quintin, 2007: 4) in order to raise 
awareness towards immigrants, to promote social cohesion and respect for differences, and to emphasize the 
importance of the role assigned to school settings to enable children to engage with difference at an equal level.  
 
2. Immigrant Students' Integration and the Intercultural Dialogue in European Schools  
The significant presence of immigrant students in schools provides, undoubtedly, a major challenge for 
European educational institutions and highlights the need to develop appropriate educational measures, which are 
taken primarily to respond to the current situation that, over the years, has undergone profound structural changes, 
becoming increasingly cosmopolitan and outward-looking.  
In this context, it is therefore important that the European educational systems enhance the inclusion of 
immigrant pupils and parents and also lead to a vision of migration as an enrichment of the educational experience 
enabling EU citizens to deepen their linguistic and cultural knowledge. To this end, it becomes important to develop 
intercultural education within the classroom that aims to raise pupils' awareness of each other culturally in order to 
foster mutual trust, respect and understanding, regardless of nationality or religion, and to better equip learners with 
the key skills that will help in evaluating critically practices and products of the other culture. (Secco, 39, 1993: 456-
467)2. 
 
2 See also L. Secco, «L’intercultura come problema pedagogico», in Pedagogia e Vita, 6, 1992: 29-50. 
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The above considerations imply that the school’s role needs to be redefined to implement the educational 
strategies, which are based on values common to all cultures with the aim to enable people to learn to live together 
in diversity (Demetrio, 1977: 39-40)3. 
 
3. The Transition from the Compensatory Pedagogy to the Intercultural Pedagogy  
In many European countries, the first measures concerning migrant students' academic under-achievement were 
essentially compensatory in nature. The educational proposal, the so-called pedagogy for foreigners, was based on a 
deficit perspective that attributed the children's school failure to perceived deficits within the children, their families 
and cultures.  
This approach, however, proved to be totally inadequate and unable to solve, or at least to reduce, the inevitable 
disadvantages resulting from the socio-cultural migration experience. This was not insignificant in encouraging the 
pedagogical science to rethink its educational categories and training paradigms within a new hermeneutical logic 
aimed at overcoming "an assimilation model", which until then had "deliberately ignored the differences of less 
prestigious social groups, considering them as negative elements, or signs of inferiority to obliterate" (Sirna 
Terranova,1998:16). 
 
3.1 Origin and Evolution of Intercultural Pedagogy in France, Britain and Germany 
  
Since it is not possible here to examine the evolution of intercultural education within each European country, 
we will focus our discussion on three countries of immigration tradition - namely, France, Britain and Germany - 
which currently include the "highest number of foreign residents in the European Union" (Eurostat, 2011). 
With regard to the social and educational policies adopted by the various Member States, it is worth noting that 
the different approaches to migration find a valid explanation in the political and social events that have marked the 
history of the individual countries.  
In France, where, as it is well known, the government's policy on migration has always been characterized by 
the assimilationist approach (Melotti, 2004: 17-18), the process of integration and the provision of so-called 
naturalization (i.e., the allocation of citizenship) have always been subject to the immigrants' abandonment of their 
ethnic and cultural identity leading consequently to the assimilation of culture, language, and national customs4. In 
particular, here, the assimilationist model has represented "a response - which far from being occasional, was due to 
the national prevailing political culture - used in migration policy since the last century to address not only 
temporary labor shortages, but a chronic demographic crisis". 
Moreover, as concerns the education policy regarding the presence of migrant pupils, one must keep in mind 
that until the 1970s, "assimilation seemed a legitimate aim of the institutional policy and the school made a big 
effort to level differences, to deny the originality of different cultures, and even sometimes to denigrate them " 
(Perotti, 2003: 27-64). 
Since the 1960s, the attention has been attracted exclusively to language deficiencies and the possibility to fill 
these gaps in the so-called classes d'initiation where “non-francophone  pupils were enrolled on a preparatory course 
in order to implement and speed their learning of the French language in an appropriate context […] and thus be 
integrated as fast as possible into the host educational system" (Perotti, 2003: 37).  
The establishment of special classes has, however, showed a number of limitations. These were due on the one 
hand to an inevitable marginalization that sharpened the differences between native and foreign pupils even more 
 
3 See also A. Portera (2006), (Ed.), Educazione interculturale nel contesto internazionale, Guerini, Milano. 
4 For an overview on the historical and political events that, since the post-Second World War years, have affected immigrants’ integration 
process in France, Britain and Germany, see S. Sani (2012) (Ed.), L’integrazione sociale e scolastica degli immigrati in Italia e in Europa, Pensa 
Multimedia, Lecce. 
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radically, and on the other hand to a wide scope of problems, whether caused by a lack of peer interaction or absence 
of all the aspects needed for the global education of pupils of immigrant origin (Perotti, 2003: 35-36)5.  
A new way of thinking about cultural diversity became apparent only in the 1970s. The cultural capital and 
experiences that immigrant children bring into the classrooms are seen more positively. This change was due not 
only to the 'democratization process' within the country and the post-colonial transition to national and cultural 
independence. Activities of both the Council of Europe and UNESCO in the education field also played an 
important role in breaking down many stereotypes and prejudices in the curricula of the Member States school 
systems (Portera, 2003: 3-23)6.  
Recently, thanks to the many initiatives and demands of the Council of Europe and in view of the persistent 
discomfort and academic difficulties manifested by immigrant pupils –interculturality has been regarded by the 
French school administration system as "a teaching tool for developing the understanding of French culture" 
(Campani, 2008: 29-66). In this regard, the first project of intercultural education for pupils of all nationalities and of 
all school levels was originally started in 1978 at the moment when the Centres de Formation et d'Information pour 
la Scolarisation des Enfants de Migrants (CEFISEM) were urged to develop culture-oriented teaching and 
educational methods. During this period, "the concept of elite, abstract culture ('the other culture') is still 
widespread". However, since the 1980s "the experience of interculturality is reality-based" (Campani, 2008: 46-49). 
In the early 1980s, we witnessed the creation of the Priority Education Zones (ZEP) and the promotion of their 
Educational Action Projects (PAE) informed by a "pedagogy of the project" which aimed to focus on the social and 
cultural differences as well as to implement a community-based education. 
In particular, the aim of the Priority Education Zones and of the Educational Action projects is to "correct 
inequalities through a targeted strengthening of the educational action. Pedagogy must be centered on the needs of 
the student taking into account the social and cultural realities in which the student is located"(Campani, 2008: 46-
49).   
In the 1990s, the gradual rethinking of the French education system has laid new emphasis on "the centrality of 
French culture and language" (Perotti, 2003: 48-64), as evidenced by the new primary school programs (1995).   
Currently, the discussion is further polarized by a debate between scholars who identify weaknesses and threats 
related to intercultural education and those who stress the importance of the intercultural approach (Caputo, 1998: 
142-151). 
As for Britain, similarly than in France and other European countries, the school policy on migrant children was 
characterized by a period of “ignorance and neglect" during which the British government preferred to ignore the 
significant presence of migrant children coming mostly from the former colonies (Lynch, 1986: 42). 
Since the 1960s, the idea that immigration represents "a problem which necessarily requires a solution," moved 
the authorities to adopt educational policies clearly assimilative and compensatory in nature. In particular, some 
compensatory measures were promoted to persuade pupils belonging to ethnic minorities to abandon their original 
culture to be assimilated to the British one. In this regard, a wide range of initiatives were launched to promote the 
learning of English as a second language. Hence, the language and culture of origin were completely ignored. 
Occasionally they made an attempt to teach the languages of origin with the unique aim of enhancing English 
language learning again.  
Moreover, intensive English as a Second Language programs are provided for migrant pupils with limited 
English "in order to improve their integration". In 1966, according to the Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, the 
integration must take place not through "a flattening process of assimilation but as equal opportunity, accompanied 
by cultural diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance" (Tarozzi, 1998: 36).  
Since the 1970s, the UK had been in advance of other European countries in developing multicultural curricula 
aiming at promoting the integration of autochthons and immigrants. This is clearly evidenced by the publication in 
1973 of the School Council’s Working Paper entitled Multicultural Education: Need and Innovation which had the 
aim to support the adoption of the multicultural model in education (Portera, 2003: 3-23).  
 
5 On the classes d'initiation see also L. Porcher (1978)., “Pour et contre les classes d’initation”, in La scolarisation des enfants étrangers en 
France (sous la direction de L. Porcher), CREDIF, Didier, Paris. 
6 See also C. Alleman-Ghionda (1996), L’educazione interculturale in Francia, Germania e Svizzera, in C. Sirna (Ed.) Docenti e formazione 
interculturale, Il Segnalibro, Milano, 107-126. 
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However - in Britain, as in France -, the multicultural model adopted in this early stage introduced students to 
the more superficial and folkloric aspects of culture by giving precedence to the so called 3Ss version of 
multiculturalism (saris, samosas and steel bands), in other words focusing the attention on stereotyped and 
superficial cultural aspects such as clothes, Indian cuisine, and the Caribbean percussion instruments (Fischer, 
Fischer, 2002: 17-37). To confirm this, it is enough to remember that the study of the habits and customs of 
minorities was introduced in the curriculum leading to an accentuation of cultural differences (Lynch, 1993). 
In the 1980s, it began to become obvious that this type of educational approach not only did not favor a 
constructive confrontation between autochthons and immigrants, but often served to emphasize the cultural 
differences among them. In particular, "the multicultural approach has been criticised for being too focused on 
cultural differences, leading to a problem of hidden social and political discrimination." For this reason, some 
scholars suggested to integrate anti-racist principles throughout the multicultural program (Portera, 2003: F3-23)7. 
Margaret Thatcher's conservative education reform culminated in 1988, with the Education Reform Act. It 
introduced a whole series of changes, not the least of which was the imposition of a National Curriculum from 5 to 
16 as well as a further contraction of multicultural contents: "diversity is mentioned only in a footnote, minority 
languages are further discouraged and funding of projects curtailed" (Portera, 2003: 1).   
Since the late 1980s, the debate over multiculturalism has been scripted as a two-sided confrontation: "the 
proponents of multicultural education, and the radical, supporters of the ‘anti-racist education’ who were able to 
overcome the divisions" to work together against the dangers of ethnocentrism found in the National Curriculum 
that was imposed by the Conservative governments" (Fischer, Fischer, 2002: 17-37)8. 
Consequently to the spread of racial unrest and the 7 July 2005 London bombings, the need of rethinking the 
notion of a ‘multicultural society’ and building new models of integration became of primary importance (Casadei, 
Franceschetti, 2009: 67). 
Like in Britain and France, at the basis of the German migration plan, one may identify a specific political 
perspective, which in this case is closely linked to the fact that "Germany has been the last major European country 
to become a nation-state and the formation of the nation (as in the case of Italy) has remarkably preceded that of the 
State”. This delay led to the emergence of a concept aimed at "protecting as a fundamental value the asserted ethnic-
cultural homogeneity of the Germans and counteracting in any possible way its dissolvement" (Melotti, 2004: 31-
32)9. 
With regard to the development of intercultural pedagogy in this country, three important stages can be taken 
into consideration: a first phase starting in the 1970s, in which - as it has been mentioned for the other two countries 
previously discussed - a pedagogical approach emerges essentially related to a form of assimilative and 
compensatory education that on one hand aimed at recovering the language deficits as well as transmitting the 
cultural content of the host country and on the other hand to "leave open the possibility of returning to the country of 
emigration (which required the teaching of the language and culture of origin with the help of native instructors)" 
(Portera, 2003: 3-23). 
In this view, considering that the permanent Conference of Ministers of Education (Kultusministerkonferenz) 
favored the achievement of these objectives by giving "official recommendations aiming at a Doppelstrategie, 
meaning that it both favors the integration in Germany and the 'maintenance of 'cultural identity' or Rückkefähigkeit 
(possibility to return). For this reason a large number of training courses for teachers have been started. The so 
called Ausländerpädagogik was included in both general and specialized curricula for teachers and educators 
"(Portera, 2003:15). 
During the second phase which began in the late 1970s, the political and intellectual world became aware of the 
"direct relationship between economic problems (recession, oil crisis) and the increase in difficulty and 
discrimination of foreign nationals and their families." Moreover, "the awareness of the scientific world that 
Germany had become - even if not legally - a country of immigration" also contributed to a deeper understanding of 
 
7 See also J. Lynch (1987), Prejudice Reduction and the Schools, Cassel, London. 
8 See also B. Troyna,  R. Hatcher (1991), «British Schools for British Citizens?», in Oxford Review of Education, 3:17, and M. Giromini (1999), 
Il conflitto organizzato: educazione interculturale e antirazzista in Gran Bretagna, in E. Damiano (Ed.), La sala degli specchi. Pratiche 
scolastiche di educazione interculturale in Europa, Franco Angeli, Milano,. 
9 See also A. Franchi (1993), Le politiche sociali dell’immigrazione: il caso tedesco, Quaderni ISMU, 3. 
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the contemporary context. Therefore it was no longer possible to speak of Gastarbeiter (guest workers): it was 
necessary to consider immigration and immigrants as something permanent" (Portera, 2003, p.15 - 16  
In the early 1980s, during the third stage of the development of intercultural pedagogy in Germany, the 
scientific debate focused on the "ongoing processuality of cultures," stating that "there is no need to learn about 
immigrants’ cultural differences. Conversely, it is very important to keep in mind that cultures are the result of 
dynamic and evolving processes. The emphasis is no longer placed on unilateral assimilation, but rather on a two-
way process that allows equality and dialogue between cultures "(Portera, 2003: 15-16). 
Currently, German intercultural pedagogy "benefits from high levels of institutionalization" (Brinkmann, 2003, 
pp. 83-89), however, for what concerns the educational practice, one has to bear in mind that the German 
educational system is not fully homogenous, since the organization is state (Länder) specific. In fact, each Länder 
can set its own training priorities and decide what programs to implement. This means that there is a significant 
discrepancy between the different intercultural approaches adopted by the individual schools. They may vary from 
traditional forms to more innovative and proactive varieties.  
Since the new millennium, one can state that Germany is making a greater effort to promote immigrant 
integration. This becomes rather apparent when one considers the many significant projects carried out between 
2005 and 2007. In particular, it is worthwhile to remember a series of important measures such as the institution of 
the Adjunct Ministry of Immigration and Integration, at the Federal Chancellery; the final issue of a new 
Immigration Act which, for the first time has provided standards for integration and, from the economic point of 
view, has established a decisive support to immigrant integration, and finally the approval of the National Plan for 
Integration which proves the commitment to change with a series of initiatives to be carried out in various social 
sectors. 
  
Conclusions 
With this brief examination of the educational policies adopted in recent decades by the EU and, in particular, 
by the three examples discussed within this paper, an attempt has been made to provide a better understanding of the 
evolution of intercultural pedagogy in Europe.  
However, the proliferation of outstanding scholarly achievements in this field would be enough to understand 
how intercultural pedagogy has become an issue of some importance in recent years. This is proved by the numerous 
directives issued by the Council of Europe and the European Commission to promote the use of intercultural 
education in schools at all levels and to strengthen the European dimension, as well as to enhance "the development 
of quality education." 
Moreover, the goal to be pursued is to foster the evolution of a "European dimension" that goes beyond "those 
areas (although in continuing progress) of the European Union and the Council of Europe, in order to look at Europe 
as a whole “from the Atlantic to the Urals”, including the Central as well as the Eastern European territories, with 
the aim of crossing the Atlantic towards the other countries of the Western world (Ministry of Education, 1995: 38-
39). 
In this intercultural perspective, the new “European dimension” should emphasize the need to gain a deeper 
understanding of similar or different cultures, “leading to an ongoing debate as well as to the recognition of a 
common framework." 
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